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The best way to think of the Alps is that it is a high-level plane
surface about a mile above sea level, in which deep grooves have been
eroded by water and ice. Only in these "grooves" is communication at
all easy, and only here does any notable population dwell. These
grooves (or main valleys) break the Alps into about twenty irregular
areas, which are ruled in the map (Fig. 82). In most cases the chief
peak in each such area is named. What are the main corridors across
this barrier; i.e., which arc the chief erosion "grooves"? We can only
describe in some detail one of these corridors, that leading to the most
famous pass of all, i.e., the Brenner Pass. But it will be of interest
first of all to compare the heights of the other major passes.

Traversing the Alps from west to east we reach the passes in the
following order: Genevra (6,100 feet above sea level); Cenis (6,800);
Little St. Bernard (7,060); Great St. Bernard (8,120); Simplon (6,600);
St. Gotthard (6,890); Splugen (6,950); Maloja (5,940); Stelvio (9,005);
Reschen (5,000); Brenner (4,470); Pustertal (not across the Alps,
4,000); Peartree (2,900). The superior attractions of the Brenner Pass
are evident from this list, though the Reschen runs it close.

In 1938 I made a lengthy study of the relative merits of the Reschen
and Brenner Passes, and these may be referred to very briefly. Both
cross the main divide well below the tree line, whereas all the other
passes are very much higher; usually above the level where even grass
will grow well. The Reschen Pass is actually more level than the
Brenner at the divide (Fig. 83), and is situated at the bottom of a
"glacial trough" with cliffs several thousand feet high. But the major
difference is found just north of the pass. In the Brenner a giant glacier
of the past has cut out a wide gorge betweeri the Brenner Pass and
Innsbruck (Fig. 82); but no such erosion helped the Inn valley north
of the Reschen Pass. The valley as cut by the river Inn was so deep,
Harrow, and difficult, that a good road has only been made north of
the Reschen Pass in the last twenty years or so. For the same reason
the Maloja Pass was not readily reached from Innsbruck until modern
times, and all important traffic over the Alps used the better Brenner
route.

The general character of any of these great Alpine corridors can
be gathered from a description of one of them. It is based on a survey
I made in 19384 extending from Trento (Tre. in Fig. 82) for eighty

*"Trento to the Reschen Pass" (Geographical Review, April, 1940).